
JD Andrews Institute Presents  
‘Words of Wisdom’ with Carol Brunson Day  

On Curiosity 

Carol: Well, hello everyone. 

Audience: Hello. 

Carol: It's great to be here with you today. We're going to talk about curiosity. I'll be 
talking about it as a tool to use as we engage parents in our early childhood 
programs to promote children's well-being and physical health. So, your curiosity 
about what parents want to accomplish with their children will be part of our 
focus. Your curiosity about their underlying values and beliefs will be part of 
the focus. But in general, we're really just talking about your sense of wonder, 
engaging your sense of wonder about things you need to know more about. 

Let's begin by my telling you a story about my curiosity when I was working with 
young children. I worked for many years in a program that placed a high value on 
focusing on children and family's cultural background. We started the school year 
every year with a potluck dinner where we asked families to bring dishes that 
represented their cultural heritage. As families were getting their food and being 
served, I noticed that there was one family that just seemed to be bewildered by the 
whole experience. They had their food in front of them, but they really hadn't started 
to eat. So I went over to talk with them to see if I could figure out what they didn't like 
about the food. 

In talking with them, they explained to me that in their culture no one began to eat 
until everyone was served. It was quite a surprise for me, but it led to a great 
discussion with the family about how we could use that information in changing the 
way we did things in our program. While it was an uncomfortable moment for me, it 
was only because of my curiosity that I was able to learn something that I could put 
to use in our program. 

So what did I learn about the families by becoming curious? I was able to discover 
valuable information about the family's underlying values and beliefs, not just about 
the foods that they liked. I also was able to discover a way to engage them in 
helping us change our program, which really is the bottom line in parent 
engagement. It's about change. It's about changing [00:03:00] families and 
about changing programs. Good family engagement creates a closer bond 
between families and programs. 

These kinds of discoveries, I think, are particularly important in today's world in 
terms of education, where we're focused on attending to cultural differences in our 
programs. But at the same time we are receiving and working with families from so 
many, many different backgrounds that it's very hard to keep up with everything. I 
think that although we do everything we can, we do reading, we talk with our experts 
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in the field, it's really challenging to read enough to learn about all the family values 
and beliefs of the participants in our program. We can't solely rely on those as tools 
to help us. 

We can look to families themselves, because they actually bring all of the 
information that we need to work with them in culturally responsive ways. 
Because they do, you can extract that information by using your curiosity. I am 
confident that each of you can do that. Follow me? 

Audience: Yes. 

Teacher 1: I'm a family child care provider and I support family involvement in my 
program. I do respect and get respect back from them, because I do run a program 
where we respect each other to understand each other's cultural background. I 
never dealt with the health issue, how to bring that into my program. Do you have 
any suggestion? 

Carol: Well, you're not alone, because we've done a lot of work in early childhood to 
be culturally sensitive, but it tends to focus on children's learning in the cognitive 
domains. We just haven't given as much thought to this whole area of children's 
health and nutrition and food. 

We have had much less to say. You can't depend on the literature to provide you a 
lot of help, but we know that just as we have cultural values around children's 
cognitive behavior, we have cultural values around food and nutrition. Different 
cultural groups have different beliefs about what it means to be healthy. 
Different cultural groups have different health messages and messengers. 
Families look to different places to learn things about how to be healthy. Some 
families, for example, value traditional wisdom. They look to their elders for 
health advice. Others look to professionals, they want to go to doctors or 
nutritionists. 

There's a lot of cultural variation around these issues. Just as we recognize that 
parents are a child's first teacher, we must remember that parents are a child's 
first nurse, first safety officer. Yes, yes. And first guide to the world of health 
and healthy food habits. I'm sure that some of you have given some thought to this 
issue of cultural differences in health and nutrition. Everyone have engaged with 
parents in your program. Can anyone share an example of the kinds of things that 
you do? 

Teacher 2: We take the children in a field trip to the market or the stores, 
international stores, and we talk about the different kind of food and fruit and 
vegetables that the people eat around the world. They love the fact because they 
are able to touch the fruit, smell it, see the colors. They are amazed to see there's so 
much variety that they didn't know before. 

Carol: Great example. Anyone else? 

Teacher 3: Food is very important connecting with family as you all know. I share my 
recipes with my families, tell them, because I'm also from a diverse family 
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background. When the families come into my program, I ask them about their 
cultural background and their liking of foods, or the holidays they celebrate. We do 
share recipes and we do cook together at home. White families do come and join us. 
We enjoy food together. 

Carol: Beautiful, beautiful. That's one of the advantages of family childcare. You 
have food experiences, you have a kitchen there where you can actually share with 
the kids. Those are great examples, but I want you to think back to the story that I 
told, because the elements of culture that I emphasized there were not just the 
surface features. Surface features bring things like the different kinds of food people 
eat. The example I shared focused on a family's underlying values and beliefs. 
Those are the beliefs that reside in what we call the deep structure of culture. 

Those values and beliefs are very powerful influences on how people behave. 
Uncovering those, in my view, is where your curiosity becomes a vital tool. 

Teacher 4: What you just said I've struggled with for a long time. I know there's a lot 
of culture beyond the surface, beliefs and values, but I have trouble accessing it. Are 
you saying that I need to ask questions and be curious, right? 

Carol: Well, not exactly, not entirely just asking questions. I'm saying though, that 
you have to work to discover, and learn about cultural rules and values, and that you 
have to use multiple tools. Curiosity is just one. Because the rules of culture are not 
written on people's foreheads. So much about culture is implicit in how we 
behave. We act according to those rules even though we can't really describe 
them. The best example we use with teachers of young children, the children learn 
how to talk and they're proficient language. They don't know the rules of the 
language, they can't diagram a sentence. Okay. You can use cultural rules and 
behave according to them without really knowing what they are and without 
being able to describe them in words. At the same time, we allow our curiosity to 
help us open inquiries with families. We also have to go to the literature because the 
literature that's been- things that have been written by professional or expert cultural 
informants are helpful as well. 

For example, it's important to read about cultural values of groups, so Mexican 
Americans, for example, are a collective culture rather than people of European 
American ancestry, who are more individualistic. It's helpful to know that, but often 
people fear that reading about groups and what their traits are projects stereotypes. 
We don't want to use stereotypes in our work with them. We don't want to believe 
stereotypes, we don't want to perpetuate them because we believe they're harmful. I 
would argue that reading about the characteristics of groups is very important. 

That in order to avoid using what you read as a stereotype, the information has to be 
used in a more gentle way, if you will. These descriptions of culture can be used to 
open questions and to initiate questions of families. I've read that Mexican 
Americans are collective. Does that make any sense to you? Is this a value that your 
family possesses? We can begin to use what we read to open inquiries with families 
and to guide our observations or to guide our curiosity. 
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Now, one of the things about those group characteristics that I will also say is that 
just because it's characteristic of a group doesn't mean that every individual in 
the group possesses the characteristic. Culture is a group- is a collection of 
shared values and beliefs, but not everybody shares those values and beliefs 
in the same way. It can be well learned by some and not so well learned by 
others. Culture doesn't cause behavior, culture simply influences the way 
people behave. All right. 

Some families, for example, are much more traditional oriented. You will see they will 
experience their cultural characteristics in a more intense way than other families. Of 
course, even though families participate in a culture, they may not always behave 
according to the rules of the culture. I say all that to say avoiding the harm that 
stereotypes can cause is a matter of how you understand culture and how you 
use the information. Use it and there are many ways to use it as a guide for 
your curiosity to explore possibilities, not to make assumptions about people 
or, even worse, to make judgments about people. 

Let's say, you work with Korean families and you've learned something that you think 
is a stereotype. Okay. Let's say you learned the Korean families really, really push 
their kids hard academically. Okay. I would say knowing that you're better off 
exploring whether families fit that pattern then you are assuming that that's true of 
the family. Okay. That you're better off exploring whether families fit that pattern. 
Then you are ignoring the information for the sake of avoiding a stereotype. 

The point is that every family comes from a cultural background and because 
of that background, those families bring to our programs a certain set of 
values and beliefs. It's our job to discover what those are and try to use them 
in the program in ways that cement the bonds between families and schools 
and that benefits their children's growth and development. 

It doesn't matter. I've heard teachers say my program serves four different cultural 
background. How am I supposed to learn about all of them? Well, it's important to do 
it no matter how much energy and work it takes. Our job as teachers is really to 
discover what those patterns are and try to use them in a way that strengthens 
the bonds between families and programs and thus benefits their children's 
development. 

Teacher 5: Hold on, don't we want to focus on similarities instead of focusing so 
much on differences? 

Carol: Well, I actually have heard that many times, but I don't subscribe to that. I 
think that when you focus on similarities, you run the risk of conveying to 
parents that you think something is wrong with their differences. While some 
writers might argue that it's best to focus on the commonalities because we're all 
basically human and we have more things in common than not. I don't think 
focusing on differences is divisive in any way because cultural differences 
themselves are not divisive. It's the attitudes towards difference that is 
divisive. 
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It’s our negative responses to cultural difference that divides us and that 
basically poses the developmental threat to children and poses a threat to 
family engagement. Because the negative responses to culture reside deep within 
us and within the policies and practices of the programs in which we work, silencing 
the dialogue about cultural values will never help uncover them. Uncovering those 
attitudes is an important part of this work as well. We want to raise our 
awareness of them to address them in order to use what we are learning from 
families to establish this parent engagement reciprocity within our programs. 

That reciprocity is what changes and transforms our programs. Our goal is to make 
our programs more like the homes where these children come from, where 
they've learned to be powerful. Curiosity can help us provide a very valuable tool 
in helping us accomplish this. Being willing to listen, being willing to establish a 
climate where we can have open dialogue with families, where they too are 
encouraged to explore the things that they want to accomplish for their kids 
and share that information with us. 

I think essentially for teachers it's about establishing a disposition to staying 
open to what you don't know and being willing to consider alternative ways to 
think about doing things. In closing, I want to tell one final story that hopefully will 
tie these things together, family engagement, cultural values and beliefs and, of 
course, curiosity and this whole arena of children's health. 

It's a story- it's actually a real life story from a pre-school classroom, but not one 
where I experienced, but one that I read about. The story goes this way. One year in 
a preschool class a number of families were concerned about children sharing the 
food that was sent from home. These kids brought lunches to school and the 
families were concerned about sharing, some of them. They asked the teachers to 
not let the children share food. The teachers wanted to respect the family's values. 
They began reminding the children that their families did not want them to share 
food, but because sharing was such a fundamental value in the early childhood 
program as you well know, it became a real dilemma for teachers. Both for teachers 
and children, and they became increasingly uncomfortable with simply doing what 
the parents asked. I want you to think about the different ways that teachers might 
respond and what about the situation would make you curious about the requests 
the parents are making. 

Teacher 3: I'd wonder if it was about food preparation or cleanliness. 

Carol: Food preparation and cleanliness. Good curiosity. 

Teacher 4: If sharing is an issue for parents, I'd be curious if there's a food access 
issue. 

Teacher 2: My child may feel sad because the other children are looking at her food. 
They think it's strange and they do not want to eat it. 

Carol: Excellent curiosity starters. Using these, what might we do? Well, of course, 
there are many way these inquiries could be used to open up possibilities for 
discovery. I might, for example, call a meeting and even a virtual one. I guess these 

Copyright 2018 JD Andrews Foundation, !5



days parents don't always come in for meetings, but they experience virtual 
meetings. Teachers and parents together to talk about the things that we would 
wonder about and do everything I could to establish a climate where not just our 
curiosity as teachers, but that of parents as well was valued. 

I would start with myself perhaps and disclose- I might disclose something I would 
worry about as a parent around sharing food because I think that it would be 
important to let parents know that we wanted them to be honest in what they were 
willing to share with us. I would also let the participants know there are no right 
or wrong answers. Again, because we want people to be willing to take a 
posture that we don't know what we don't know and it's okay. We're all in this 
together. 

I would also introduce a topic of cultural difference and perhaps give an example of 
where cultural beliefs around food sharing might differ among families. I think that I 
would then encourage everyone to strategize solutions and decide on a way to 
change the way we do things in the program even just on a temporary basis to see 
what happens. Let them know, and this is a fundamental part of good family 
engagement. Let families know that we're willing to change our program. 

We're just not going to always do it the way we think it should be done. Because it 
empowers them to participate, to form closer bonds if we're willing to change. 
Change in a way that we're willing to think of it as a temporary resolution. It doesn't 
have to be a permanent change, but change for a while, see what happens, report 
back, talk about it again and make decisions about what to do next. I'd do all of 
these things and, of course, promise to report back to parents and keep this kind of 
discussion ongoing. 

People ask what- I've told this story before. They said, "What did they do? What did 
the teachers really do?" Well, in this story, the teachers created, with the help of the 
children sharing tables for food. I mean, not sharing tables for food. They let the kids 
make their choices around where they wanted to have lunch. So what? As far as 
solutions or possibility for solutions, there are as many possibilities as there are early 
childhood programs across the country. 

There's no one right solution because more important than the solution is the action 
of participation between the children, the families, the teachers. Okay? It is the 
action of engagement in addressing and identifying a problem and crafting a 
solution. That is what we're about as teachers, always with children and with 
families. The cornerstone of that kind of reciprocity and programs is honoring 
the beliefs, desires and wishes of the participants because it builds the kind of 
bonds we need to provide healthy and strong environments for children. Get 
busy, put your curiosity to work because I'm confident that you can do it and that you 
will be a smashing success. 

Audience: Thank you. 

Carol: Thank you. 
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